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Women in Accounting

Future Women Accountants: The Best
and the Brightest — or the Most Naive?
By R. Penny Marquette and Alvin Lieberman
Introduction

In the early 1870’s, the YMCA
sponsored classes in typewriting.
Their official history reports some
hesitation in doing so, and their
Education Committee seriously
discussed the danger that “the
female mind and constitution
would be certain to break under a
six months’ course in stenography
and typewriting” [Current, 1954, p.
120]. Women have made great
progress in the once maledominated field of stenography.
They have also made significant
inroads into other historically maledominated professions. As shown in
Table 1, the number and
percentage of women engineers,
pharmacists, attorneys,
accountants, and dentists have at
least doubled, and in some cases
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increased six-fold since 1960.1
Clearly, the greatest numerical
increase in women professionals
has been in accounting and
auditing; although the percentage
of women in some of the other
professions has increased at a
higher rate, more women have
gravitated toward accounting since
1960 (an excess of 300,000) than in
the other five professions combined.
Only in pharmacy, where women
accounted for almost 70% of the
employment increase from 19701980, has there been a greater
increase in the percentage of
women employed. In all other
professions, the addition of women
was a small factor in the total
increase in professional
employment for this period. In fact,
if accounting and pharmacy are
removed from the group, women
account for less than 25% of the
average growth in the remaining
professions. (Although census data
are unavailable for the period for
1980-1987,the authors believe that
women have made rapid gains as
attorneys and judges. Since 1980,
the composition of many law school
graduating classes has been nearly
50% women.)
Certainly, the increase in the
number of women pursuing
accounting as a career goal is
encouraging to women currently in
the profession. However, questions
concerning these new entrants
arise. Just how do young women
view accounting? Will their
currently held beliefs about
accounting affect their future as

they pursue an accounting career?
Will their opinions about the
profession affect women in
accounting as a whole?
To gain insight into young
women’s attitudes about the
accounting profession as compared
to other professions, a
questionnaire was prepared to
survey graduating high school
students and their perception of
careers in accounting as compared
with medicine, engineering, and
the law. The selection of this age
group was deemed appropriate as
career choices are made by many
individuals during high school. In
addition, including both males and
females in the study was considered
inportant so that gender-related
perceptions could be compared and
contrasted.

. . .female
respondents received
significantly more
information about
accounting from
teachers and
counselors at school,
while men received
more information
from their families.
Nevertheless, the
information received
was less than factual.

Survey and Results

The questionnaire was
administered to approximately 700
high school seniors at schools
located in a northeastern Ohio
metropolitan area with a
population of 500,000. Of the seven
schools involved, six were located in
one large city with the seventh
representing the only high school in
an adjacent smaller city. Family
income of students was identified,
and the schools were characterized
by income level; one school was
characterized as higher income,
two were middle income, three
were lower income, and one was
below average income.
Questionnaires were administered
to two, three, or four senior classes
from each school. Respondents
were almost equally divided by sex;
approximately 83% were White,
15% Black, 1% Hispanic, and 1%
Oriental. Students were told that
the administrator was a university
faculty member, but not that he
was an accounting faculty member.
Students were also informed that
the purpose of the questionnaire
was to measure the amount of
information they had regarding
four career options available to
college-bound high school students:
accounting, engineering, medicine,
and law. The questionnaire
repeated an identical set of
questions for each profession, after
which the respondents were asked
for a limited amount of socio
demographic data.2
The questionnaire explored
college-bound high school seniors’
opinions on the factors leading to
professional success and the
public’s perceptions of professional
attributes. The seniors were asked
to assess the importance of the
following factors in career success:
• Quality of high school attended
• Quality of college attended
• Family connections

TABLE 1
The Growth of Women in Six Professions
Total

Accountants
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
Dentists
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
Engineers
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980

% Women

Total Increase
Over Last
Decade

202,075
378,055
471,302
646,490
1,012,857

9.0
14.8
16.8
24.6
38.1

—
175,980
93,247
175,188
366,367

70,121
75,355
83,003
95,241
125,291

1.5
2.7
2.3
3.5
6.7

—
5,234
7,648
12,238
30,050

% of Increase
Accounted for
by Women

21.4
24.7
45.7
62.0

(

19.1
.02)*
11.7
16.7

274,504
526,179
860,949
1,249,255
1,400,973

.003
1.2
.8
1.7
4.6

—
251,675
334,770
388,306
151,718

.011
.002
3.657
28.604

Attorneys
and Judges
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980

177,643
181,646
212,408
288,478
529,679

2.4
3.5
3.5
4.9
14.0

—
4,003
30,762
76,070
241,201

52.1
3.8
8.9
24.8

Pharmacists
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980

79,347
88,323
92,155
115,544
145,637

4.1
8.3
7.7
12.1
24.0

Physicians
and Surgeons
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980

164,649
192,520
228,926
296,988
433,255

4.6
6.1
6.8
9.7
13.4

..
8,976
3,832
23,389
30,093

—
27,871
36,406
68,062
136,267

45.4
104.3”
29.4
69.8

14.9
10.3
19.5
21.4

*Decrease
**Net Increase total program — 3,832; Increase total women — 3,998.
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• Hard work
• Skill
• Social status
• Luck
• Family support
In addition, the seniors were asked
their opinion on how the general
public views each profession in
terms of the following attributes:
• Prestige
• Power
• Honesty
• Challenge
• Glamour
• Influence
As a whole, accounting lagged
behind the other professions in the
students’ assessments. When
compared to medicine, engineering,
and law, respondents ranked

CALIFORNIA STATE
UNIVERSITY, SACRAMENTO, has
accounting faculty openings,
effective August, 1989, in its
accredited AACSB undergraduate
and master programs. Salary and
rank open, commensurate with
academic preparation and
professional experience. For
tenure-track positions, applicants
must hold a doctoral degree with
specialization in accounting;
professional experience and/or
certification are desirable. Primary
emphasis is on teaching
effectiveness; research and
scholarly activities are required.
Applicants in final stages of
doctoral study may be considered
for nontenure-track positions that
may be converted to tenure-track
if the doctorate degree is
completed during the term of
appointment. Send application
letter and resume to Chair,
Department of Accountancy,
School of Business and Public
Administration, California State
University, 6000 J Street,
Sacramento, CA 95819-2694. The
Department will begin to review
applications on Friday, September
30, 1988, until each position is
filled. CSU, Sacramento, is an
Equal Opportunity/Affirmative
Action/Handicapped/Title
IX/Vietnam ERA Veteran
Employer.
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But will technical
competence be enough?
Data from this study
indicate a naive
group of young women
who believe that hard
work and skill will
guarantee success.
accounting last on the importance
of the quality of schools attended,
family connections, hard work,
skill, and family support.
Similarly, CPAs ranked fourth on
public perceptions of prestige,
glamour, power, challenge, and
influence. The only bright spot was
honesty, where CPAs ranked
second behind doctors and well
ahead of engineers and lawyers.
Some interesting differences
emerged in males’ and females’
assessment of factors for career
success. For at least three of the
four professions, there was a
significant difference between the
perceptions of male and female
students on the importance of luck,
family connections, hard work,
skill, social status, and family
support.3 Furthermore, in every
case, women considered skill, hard
work, and family support more
important to success, while men
believed more in the importance of
luck, family connections, and social
status. There were fewer
significant differences between
male and female perceptions of how
the general public views attributes
of the professions. However, women
gave the six attributes a higher
rating in public perception than
men in every case but one — the
glamour rating of engineers.
A final set of questions explored
the students’ information sources

and their knowledge of these four
professions. When asked how much
they knew about these career
options, students knew the least
about engineering, followed by
accounting, law and medicine. For
each profession, the female
respondents were significantly less
certain of their information when
compared with their male
counterparts, and female
respondents received significantly
more information about accounting
from teachers and counselors at
school, while men received more
information from their families.
Nevertheless, the information
received was less than factual. On
the topics of income and formal
training, accounting careers
finished a distant fourth with 20%
of all respondents believing that
less than three years of college are
needed to become a CPA, and 20%
believing that CPAs average less
than $25,000/year in income. At the
upper income level, perceptions of
accounting were equally negative
with only 13% believing that
accountants average from $50,000
to $100,000 per year.
Conclusions and
Recommendations
The argument that women
accounting students are generally
better than their male counterparts
can be found repeatedly in the
literature (dating from 1923

[Richardson, p. 443]). Nevertheless,
the question remains: Is the
profession proving attractive to the
best women students? It would
appear not, at least based on the
expectations and evaluations of this
group of college-bound high school
seniors. The failure to impress high
school women with career options
in accounting takes on added
significance in light of a study done
by Paolillo and Estes [1982] that
found that accountants choose their

Women must learn the
importance of being a
visible member of a
firm, of being a team
player, and of being a
leader.
careers in their freshman or
sophomore year in college. The
major influence on their career
choice is a favorable experience in
a college accounting course.
Generally, only business majors
enroll in accounting. Thus, we may
be missing many well-qualified
women because they simply never
consider careers in accounting.
When we move a step further and
consider the future of women in the
accounting profession, and the
future of an accounting profession
with equal numbers of men and
women (or possibly even dominated
by women), the importance of
quality women recruits becomes
even clearer.
But will technical competence be
enough? Data from this study
indicate a naive group of young
women who believe that hard work
and skill will guarantee success. If
they enter their profession with this
attitude and without the necessary
entrepreneurial skills, who will
teach them the politics and “rules
of the game”? Will male
supervisors take the time to teach a
separate set of skills to young
women in addition to their
technical training?
We would argue that for women
to continue to advance in
accounting and other professions,
they must take a necessary next
step in their professional
development. This step involves a
realistic assessment of success

criteria. Women accounting majors
must recognize and accept that
success criteria are not limited to
hard work and skills; performance
and ability are individual
attributes that are demonstrated
independently of others. Women
must learn the importance of being
a visible member of a firm, of being
a team player, and of being a
leader.
To aid those young women who
have already entered the
profession, it is time for senior
women to advance beyond
networking to mentoring. We
would like to see senior women play
a more visible role on high school
and college campuses as speakers,
recruiters, and leaders of small
workshops for women students.
Most importantly, we would urge
senior women to select junior
women with potential and teach
them the rules. There will be
mutual benefit. The benefit to the
younger women is obvious. Less
obvious is the benefit to their
female mentors but is something
that successful “organization men”
have always known — having
subordinates who want you to
succeed is an indispensible element
in growth and upward mobility.
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FOOTNOTES

1 All statistics on employment are from
the U.S. Bureau of the Census or
from Women at Work: A Chartbook

(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department
of Labor Statistics, April 1983).
2 A copy of the questionnaire and
detailed tables of results are
available, on request, from the
authors.

3 All tests of significance were non
parametric and employed an alpha of
.10. In other words, no assumptions
were made about the population or its
normality, and there was a 90%
probability that significant differences
between male and female
respond
ents are due to true
differences between these groups
and not due to chance selection.
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